Twenty years ago, refugee women were seldom consulted and their specific needs rarely identified or taken into account. Considerable progress has been made in the interim, although policy developments have far outstripped progress in practice. Over the past twenty years reproductive health services have become part of key global standards and increasingly practice, refugee women are usually individually registered, they generally receive the food rations, and innumerable programmes have been designed and implemented to empower and protect them. Gender-based violence has gone from an invisible issue to multi-faceted prevention and response initiatives. Policy development includes the High Commissioner's Five Commitments to Refugee Women, the rollout of UNHCR's age, gender and diversity mainstreaming initiative, the Executive Committee Conclusion on Women at Risk and the recent UNHCR Handbook on the Protection of Women and Girls. As the humanitarian community has broadened its depth of understanding and learning, new needs and issues have arisen. Issues currently on the international agenda to further protection refugee women include: how to effectively engage men, how to operationalize the prevention of genderbased violence; how to tackle the availability of safe access to cooking fuel in humanitarian settings; and how to effectively and safely economically empower refugee women. This paper will provide a brief overview of progress over the past twenty years and outline current issues that require further attention.
Women's participation
An area with inconsistent improvements, at times notable and at other times spotty, has been in refugee women's participation. In an attempt to understand the needs and concerns of women, UNHCR, in partnership with the Women's Refugee Commission, organized a series of twenty local and regional consultations that brought together more than 500 refugee women, UNHCR staff, non-governmental organizations and host governments. The process culminated with fifty refugee women representatives speaking about their issues and aspirations in a Dialogue with Refugee Women in June 2001 in Geneva, Switzerland. The women made specific recommendations to UNHCR, including developing more comprehensive strategies for addressing GBV; continued consultation and participation of women in programme planning and implementation as well as in refugee leadership 15 Reproductive Health Services for Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons, report of an inter-agency global evaluation, published by UNHCR, November 2004. 16 Ibid, 1 -4. 17 The Sphere Project, Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster Response, 2004 Edition, 288 -290. 18 The AGDM strategy aims to place refugees at the center of UNHCR's planning process and is shaped around the input received during country-level participatory assessment exercises that include conducting multiple focus groups with refugees disaggregated by age and gender. 28 The participatory assessment process has highlighted the different needs, concerns, and proposed solutions of refugee women, as opposed to those of refugee men, youth, and children, and has influenced UNHCR policy and programme responses at the country and headquarter levels.
Gender-based violence
Gender-based violence, while continuing to emerge as a priority concern in participatory assessments conducted globally with refugee women and girls, has also received immense attention and programmatic response over the past two decades. Barely on the international agenda until the 1990s, GBV is now an established sector of operations. UNHCR's Executive Committee adopted an EXCOM Conclusion on refugee protection and sexual violence in October 1993 that paved the way for subsequent developments by noting the need for training programmes, the filing and investigation of complaints, and the development of response economic programmes that are market-driven, that lead to sustainable income above subsistence level, and that are safe and mitigate risks of GBV. In addition, the impact of these programmes should be measured by household and child protection outcomes -income, savings, children's school attendance, and children's nutritional status. Influencing and changing practice for economic programming remains an issue of concern in humanitarian settings and one that requires much more attention if we are to offer displaced and returning women real protection.
Increase participation and promote gender equality
Additional work must also be done to ensure that women's participation in leadership Gender equality, however, will never be achieved without the engagement of men. How to involve displaced men in promoting gender equality in effective ways that lead to real change and improvements in the lives of women has yet to be fully understood by humanitarian actors. In fact, many humanitarians do not think working towards gender equality is either important or a part of their programming mandate. Many believe that local culture and practices override international law and ratified conventions. And, yet, if a large part of the solution to the protection concerns of refugee women is gender equality, humanitarian actors must first understand its import and programme to that effect.
Conclusion
Much work and attention has focused on women since UNHCR issued its first policy on refugee women twenty years ago. Mainstreaming Initiative, without sustained attention and leadership has, in some country operations, devolved into a rote participatory assessment exercise that is little more than lip service to the development of country operations plans and the budgeting process.
Collaboration and coordination efforts among implementing and operational partner organizations, while much improved, seldom focus on the collective responsibility of enhancing the protection environment for all refugees, including refugee women and girls.
The gains made in securing displaced women's full participation, both in their communities of refuge and in the peace negotiation processes affecting their countries of origin, are too few. And, in spite of the guidelines, trainings, and programmes, refugee women continue to face protection risks in the camps and urban settlements where they reside and these have not lessened over the two intervening decades of focused attention on women and their concerns.
As the humanitarian community has deepened its knowledge and understanding of the needs and concerns of refugee and displaced women, new issues have emerged that require focused attention, new thinking, and policy and programmatic responses. These include providing displaced women with economic opportunities appropriate to their current setting and to the economic situation to which they are likely to return. The economic empowerment of refugee women, which is vital to both their protection as well as to the health and wellbeing of their families, remains little realized despite the fact that sexual exploitation and abuse will not be eradicated without creating safe economic opportunities for women. The links between GBV, livelihoods, and the safe provision of cooking fuel require more thoughtful, comprehensive programmes that marry opportunities with enhanced protection.
To do this, the humanitarian community must begin to think about the prevention of GBV in new ways. How can prevention be operationalized? How can prevention move beyond community sensitization? How can the humanitarian community move from GBV response to GBV prevention in order to reduce the need for response when the damage has already been done?
Finally, programming towards the achievement of gender equality as the most effective way of protecting women must be more fully understood and put into practice. This necessitates engaging men and boys in new and different ways than have been attempted thus far. It requires going beyond education and community sensitization to achieve behavioural change. It requires that men not only understand the benefits to them and their children that women's equality can bring but that these men then go onto work towards that as contributors and change agents. Then, and possibly only then, will the achievement of refugee women's protection move from rhetoric to reality.
